THERE is a wide gap between the inorganic carbon compounds, as we now know them in nature, and the much more highly complex carbon compounds which are the material basis of living beings. It is a prevalent view that this gap can not be bridged by natural processes under existing conditions. On the face of things this view seems to be supported by the testimony of experience. This experience, however, when critically examined, is not altogether conclusive. Even if it could be shown beyond question that the chain of carbon compounds necessary to bind the inorganic to the organic never is built up under present conditions, there would still remain a legitimate ground of doubt in the possibility that this may be due to predaceous plants and animals, especially bacteria, which attack the carbon compounds at the first stages at which they become available for food and thus cut off the evolving series before it is complete. In this it is assumed that the formation of the more complex carbon compounds can come about only as the result of a long series of synthetic steps, and that at some of these stages, probably at many of them, the products would be suitable food for existing beings, especially for the almost omnivorous and ubiquitous bacteria. This prolonged evolution may thus be regarded as an extremely precarious process in the presence of predatory organisms; may indeed be regarded as practically prohibitive on January 27, 2018 http://science.sciencemag.org/ Downloaded from
